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is only a tenth as virulent as ordinary 
flu, and only one hundredth as virulent 
as the Spanish flu at the end of World 
War 1.”
In The Guardian (15 January), 
Simon Jenkins showed a similar blend 
of raw assertion with lack of any 
comprehension of the complexities 
and uncertainties involved in 
fathoming viral evolution. “Sir Liam 
Donaldson bandied about any figure 
that came into his head, settling on 
‘65,000 could die’, peaking at 350 
corpses a day”, Jenkins ranted. “The 
happy-go-lucky virologist, John 
Oxford, said half the population could 
be infected… Drugs were frantically 
stockpiled and key workers identified 
as vital to be saved for humanity’s 
future. Morgues were told to stand 
ready… If anyone dared question 
this drivel, they were dismissed by 
Donaldson as extremists.” 
Alluding to previous alarms over 
novel pathogens, yet showing that 
he has still not learned even basic 
elements such as the difference 
between a microorganism and an 
infection (“mystery diseases such 
as MRSA and C-difficile”), Jenkins 
announced that “mad scientist 
disease” was the real danger today. 
“This is why people are ever more 
sceptical of scientists,” he concluded. 
“Why should they believe what 
‘experts’ say when they can be so 
wrong and with such impunity? 
Weapons of mass destruction, lethal 
viruses, nuclear radiation, global 
warming… why should we believe a 
word of it? And it is a short step from 
don’t believe to don’t care.”
A distinguished political journalist 
lashing around in a field he clearly 
does not understand may, of 
course, be a subset of a wider 
problem — the modern temptation 
for us all to assume that we know 
all about everything. Self-styled 
nutrition experts confidently expound 
nonsense on the immune system. 
Armchair philosophers dismiss 
evolution as “only a theory”.
And on BBC Breakfast on 
14 January, during a sequence 
about swine flu immunisation, an 
unidentified woman insisted that 
“you can over-vaccinate”. Her 
comment came after John Oxford 
faced repeated questions as to why 
UK scientists and government had 
whipped up needless fears concerning 
swine flu. He struggled hard to point 
out that one country, Ukraine, which 
last year ignored warnings about 
the need for vaccination, had now 
been hit by an epidemic with over 
800 deaths.
We seem to have lost our capacity 
both to respect expertise and to 
acknowledge complexity. Hence 
January’s outpouring of wild opinions 
which, being based on neither 
knowledge nor experience, led  
to this recent outburst.
Bernard Dixon is European editor of the 
American Society for Microbiology.The North Sea is a significant 
source of energy for some European 
countries. Both Norway’s oil wealth 
and much of the UK’s current gas 
supply come from the bottom of this 
modest backwater of the Atlantic 
Ocean. As Europe is pushing ahead 
with switching its energy supply to 
renewable sources, the North Sea 
could again play a key role. 
Different kinds of renewable 
energy can be efficiently exploited 
in different countries. Norway and 
Austria are already well-equipped 
with hydroelectric power, while 
Germany is a leader in decentralised 
solar generation. The UK, meanwhile, 
is planning to focus its efforts on 
off- shore wind farms.  
In January, prime minister Gordon 
Brown revealed the successful 
bidders for a major wind energy 
programme planned to deliver new 
capacity of over 25 GW. Sites in the 
North Sea include the Dogger Bank, 
the Firth of Forth and the Moray Firth 
as well as the Irish Sea and the Bristol 
Channel along the west coast.
Brown claimed the programme 
“could be worth £75 billion and 
support up to 70,000 jobs by 2020”. 
While welcoming the programme, 
commentators quickly picked apart 
these numbers, which appear overly 
optimistic. “The only certain thing 
about the prime minister’s claim,” a 
leader in The Guardian remarked, “is 
that none of those three numbers will 
turn out to be correct.”
A new electricity grid connecting 
countries around the North Sea 
promises to make renewable energy 
widely available and reliable.  
Michael Gross reports.
Chain effectsAnother certainty is that wind and 
solar energy depend on the weather, 
so each on its own would not be 
suitable to carry a large part of the 
energy needs of a country. However, 
if both feed into an international grid 
which also connects to other sources 
such as hydroelectric power, which 
can also be used to store electricity by 
pumping water back up, the combined 
network can provide a reliable energy 
supply for all participants. 
This is the reasoning behind a 
joint project between nine European 
countries which was announced 
at the beginning of the year. In The 
North Seas Countries’ Offshore 
Grid Initiative, widely labelled as 
Europe’s response to the failure of 
the Copenhagen summit, the UK, 
Ireland, France, Germany, Belgium, 
Netherlands, Luxembourg, Denmark 
and Norway have committed 30 billion 
euros to build a new direct voltage grid 
connecting the electricity networks of 
countries around the North Sea. 
It would create a unified North 
European energy market where 
Norwegian hydropower could fill 
any gaps occurring in the provision 
of German solar energy or UK wind 
power, Rainer Brüderle, Germany’s 
Federal Minister of Economics and 
Technology, said. “As a country with 
ambitious offshore development 
plans, Germany attaches great 
significance to the initiative,” he said. 
“It is focused on questions of grid 
connection and grid integration, which 
are vital if wind energy is to reach the 
consumers and offshore generation 
is to be a success.” The initiative 
pools the resources of the various 
participants. “This is indispensable 
if such a complex matter is to work 
well. We are facing important tasks: 
we need a thorough redesign and 
modernisation of the grids — indeed, 
of our energy systems in general. 
The aim is a rapid expansion of 
renewables and their integration into 
an efficient power grid. We want to 
help make the leap into the renewable 
age come as quickly as possible. 
This must be based on the latest 
technologies and be economically 
viable,” he said.
The ministries involved in the 
initiative are hoping to sort out 
priorities and key aspects of 
co- operation within the next few 
months and sign a memorandum of 
understanding with details of the next 
stages by the end of the year. 
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Concern has been growing in Britain, 
as elsewhere about the severe 
inbreeding practised by some people 
in pursuit of key traits characteristic of 
particular dog breeds. The country’s 
leading animal welfare charity and the 
main national broadcaster, the BBC, 
have shunned the UK’s premier dog 
show and a new report, published last 
month, calls for tougher standards to 
curb the deformity and disease that is 
increasingly occurring in the pursuit 
of breed traits.
“The time has surely come for 
society as a whole to take a firm grip 
on the welfare issues that evidently 
arise in dog breeding,” says biologist 
Patrick Bateson of Cambridge 
University, author of the report. 
The report itself was triggered by 
a BBC programme that investigated 
claims that the breeding process, 
focused on appearance rather than 
health, had resulted in high levels 
of deformity and genetic illnesses. 
The programme, broadcast in 2008, 
was a public relations disaster for 
the dog industry. The BBC stopped 
televising the Crufts show after more 
than 40 years. The Royal Society for 
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
A new report in Britain adds to 
the pressure on dog breeders to 
change their practices in the pursuit 
of pedigree traits. Nigel Williams 
reports.
Snub to poor dog 
breedingFarm assured: New links between renewable energy sources in countries around the North 
Sea, like this wind farm off Norfolk, UK, should provide more reliable power supplies and help 
reduce emissions. (Photo: Mark Baigent/Alamy.)and the Dogs Trust withdrew their 
support from the show and the pet 
food manufacturer Pedigree withdrew 
its sponsorship.
The Kennel Club, which runs the 
Crufts show, and the Dogs Trust 
commissioned the report from 
Bateson, who interviewed breeders, 
vets, animal welfare charities  
and pet owners.
Bateson contrasted the high 
standard of some breeders with 
the ‘negligent or incompetent 
management’ of others. He 
recommends tougher breeding 
accreditation rules, more inspections 
of breeding premises and micro-
chipping of all puppies so they can be 
traced back to their breeders.
Bateson said the dog-buying 
public was partly responsible for 
the problems, and recommended an The initiative has clearly drawn 
inspiration from the even larger and 
more ambitious Desertec project 
(www.desertec.org), which aims 
to build a grid connecting energy-
hungry European countries with 
new solar facilities in sun-drenched 
North-African deserts (Curr. Biol. 19, 
R626–R627). With an overall price 
tag of over $500 billion, Desertec 
has secured support from several 
major companies and an increasing 
number of the countries around the 
Mediterranean.  Recently, Tunisia 
has signed up to the initiative, and 
the World Bank has announced $5.5 
billion in funding for the construction 
of 11 concentrating solar thermal 
power (CSP) plants in Tunisia, Algeria, 
Morocco, Jordan and Egypt. Desertec does, however, depend 
on some improvements and 
upscaling to existing technologies. 
Therefore, it is aimed at a completion 
date around the middle of the 
century and is unlikely to contribute 
to the EU’s 2020 targets. It is also 
sensitive to political disturbances 
along the southern and eastern 
shores of the Mediterranean. In 
comparison, the North Sea project 
should be easier and quicker to 
complete, and could function as a 
feasibility study for Desertec. But 
whether it can come to fruition  
by 2020 remains to be seen.
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